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Let us start from a concrete event: on the 22nd of March 
2010, Paola Antonelli, senior curator at the Architecture and Design 
Department of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), wrote an entry 
(widely and passionately commented) in MoMA's blog entitled “@ at 
MoMA”2 where she announced the acquisition of the @ typographic 
symbol and its integration in the Museum's collection. The 
paradoxical nature of this acquisition and the symbolism it entails 
seemed to me as a good starting point to this conversation held 
under the promise of the disentanglement of a complex and 
contradictory net of ideas expressed in the title of the session of 
today's conferences “Untangle: The Future Past of Media Art.”  
In the already quoted text (that was reinforced on the 24th 
March with a new entry devoted to this theme and entitled  “@ in 
Context: Criteria for an Acquisition”3), Paola Antonelli affirms that 
the acquisition of the @ sign “relies on the assumption that physical 
possession of an object as a requirement for an acquisition is no 
longer necessary, and therefore it sets curators free to tag the 
world and acknowledge things that ‘cannot be had’—because they 
are too big (buildings, Boeing 747’s, satellites), or because they are 
in the air and belong to everybody and to no one, like the @—as art 
objects befitting MoMA’s collection. The same criteria of quality, 
relevance, and overall excellence shared by all objects in MoMA’s 
collection also apply to these entities.”4 
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Presenting a brief history of the @ sign, Paola Antonelli marks 
the year of 1971 when Ray Tomlinson, an american engineer 
working for Bolt Beranek and Newman and collaborating with 
Douglas Engelbart5, develops the first email world system, allowing 
mail sending between users in different computers connected to 
ARPANET6. As Antonelli refers, the @ was a phantasmal and 
underused symbol in keyboards until, in October 1971, Tomlinson 
rediscovered and appropriated it and one of its meanings - that of 
localization - to start a new form of communication whose 
extraordinary impact he, himself, couldn't predict.  
However, in so far as the @ sign belongs to public domain, its 
acquisition didn't have any financial cost to MoMA since the Museum 
acquired “the design act in itself”7 to be materialized in different 
typefaces (duly indicated and dated as it is canon in museological 
practices). Therefore, the integration of the @ in MoMA's collection, 
although in tune with one of the main missions of the Museum while 
institution - acquiring and preserving forms of emblematic artistic 
expression of its time - lies, above all, in a conceptual8 and also 
symbolic9 plan.  
For now it is not my goal to deepen the multiple conceptual 
implications of this gesture, but I would like to highlight that we 
cannot avoid reading it under the light of the current consecration 
of a network society. The so called “Web 2.0” – a term coined by 
Tim O’Reilly10 in 2004 that marks the passage from the conception 
of the World Wide Web as a means of publication to a means of 
participation11 – transformed “communication” in the nucleus of the 
WWW development. Companies as Flickr, Digg, YouTube, Current 
TV, Twitter, Facebook, among others, present themselves as 
"relational spaces", devoted to sharing, participation and 
commentary, based upon the fluxes of social networks.  
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Thus, with the digital convergence phenomenon and the 
expansion of the user-created content, the decrease of 
photographic and video cameras costs and the proliferation of 
laptops and wireless technologies, we witness today the emergence 
of a new media wave, of informal, personal, sometimes "minoritary" 
character, that potentiates fan and peer-to-peer culture. 
Considering this context, several questions emerge, namely: 
- In what way does the phenomenon of “Web 2.0” and of the 
ubiquity of digital network relate to the museum as an 
institution and to the field of contemporary art?  
 - And, more specifically, under the scope of the theme that 
concerns us today, what is the impact of the “culture of 
participation”12, which emerged of “Web 2.0”, in new media 
art13, understood here as a set of artistic practices which 
involve experimentation with digital media and which are 
contemporary of the democratization of the personal computer 
(PC)? 
Paradoxically, in a moment we could think of as being the 
climax and consolidation of the category of new media art here we 
come across an insisting crisis discourse from some of its most 
famous curators and critics, namely Andreas Broeckmann and Peter 
Weibel.  
In the text “Fragmentary Affinities. Art beyond the Media,”14 of 
2008, Andreas Broeckmann affirms that we are in a "post-media" 
era, in which the mass media led to the informal, personal and 
participatory media, and “post-digital,” since information and 
communication technologies have become ubiquitous and 
structural, gaining invisibility and transforming themselves in 
essential goods such as electricity or drinking water. It is important 
to stress here that this text was originally published in the 
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Media_City_Seoul catalog, at the time of the 5th International 
Media Art Biennale in Seoul which, as we know, is one of the most 
emblematic capitals of Asiatic technological development. Although 
Broeckmann doesn't write it explicitly, it is clear that the 
consecration of a digital infrastructure and its full and free use don’t 
constitute, however, a global reality.  
But let us go back to Broeckmann's argument. In the text 
“Deep Screen - Art in Digital Culture. An Introduction,”15 also from 
2008, he reiterates the idea that as digital networks imbricate 
profound and integrally in our experience, one of the fragilities of 
new media art becomes evident. In his words: “It has been one of 
the grave misconceptions of ‘new media art’ to assume that the 
new technologies would break with the paradigms of representation, 
perception, and cognition to an extent that the effects of that break 
could exclusively be articulated by means of these very 
technologies."16 
Therefore, for Broeckmann, the self-referentiality and 
emphasis in the techne of new media art would have dictated its 
crisis from the moment when digital technology integrated the 
quotidian, intimately inhabiting our experience. Broeckmann notes, 
however, that this (future) overcoming of the new media art 
represents a liberation of the artistic media and the surmounting of 
the conception that art that labors with technological media should 
have the element of technical experimentation as primary meaning. 
What Broeckmann reveals is what he considers to be the transitory 
character of the new media art and its progressive integration in the 
expanded field of contemporary art. 
In the detailed and insightful chapter “The Cool Obscure: 
Crisis of New Media Arts” from the book Zero Comments: Blogging 
and Critical Internet Culture17, Geert Lovink performs a thorough 
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autopsy of this crisis that, as he states, doesn't lie in the quality of 
the individual artistic work but in the precarious condition of new 
media art as an operative category for the delimitation of certain 
artistic practices and of its institutional representations. Praising the 
taste of digital art for critical and playful experimentation with 
technology, Lovink highlights the intrinsically hybrid character of 
new media art, its procedural dimension and participative and 
distributed nature.  
On the other hand, Lovink points out some of the underlying 
factors to the precarious and fragile character of digital art.  
Namely:  
- the digital formalism and its hermetic (obscure) character; 
- the desire of fusion with science as a way of avoiding 
confrontation with the art market; 
- the pulverization in diverse artistic practices and genres 
such as video, robotics, net art, bio-art, immersive 
installations, locative media, software art, games, etc. 
which make the constitution of a consistent critical 
apparatus harder to achieve; 
- the lack of a critical dialogue with art history and with the 
contemporary art territory; 
- And, finally, an insufficient investment in the relations with 
post-colonialism and, generally, with contemporary social 
movements. 
In fact, for Geert Lovink, due to hundreds of millions of new 
World Wide Web and mobile phone users, the new media art has 
found difficulties in settling in the culture of digital ubiquity. 
But Lev Manovich takes the problem even further. In his text 
“Art after Web 2.0”18 (2008), Manovich considers that both 
adversities and challenges are not restricted only to digital art but 
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also affect all professional contemporary artistic practices. In this 
text, Manovich equates the role and future of art considering the 
media's extreme democratization and the increasing tendency to 
consumption, commentary, sharing and remix of contents produced 
by non-professional users (amateurs).   
Alerting for the danger in the acritical celebration of the user-
generated content, Manovich states that “participation” cannot be 
considered as an intrinsic value being therefore essential taking into 
account the role and commercial interests that the industry of 
electronic equipment, of software and companies of social media 
have in this phenomenon19. Nevertheless, Manovich strongly 
emphasizes the innovative and creative potential of “participatory 
architecture” of networks and of the experience it convokes20. 
Also aware of an “aesthetics of participation”, Rudolf Frieling, 
in his text “Toward Participation in Art”21 (2008), which integrates 
the catalog of the exhibition The Art of Participation: 1950 to Now, 
of which he was curator, makes a careful analysis of participatory 
practices in contemporary art, rediscovering them within an artistic 
genealogy that took shape with the tightening of the relations 
between art, technology and media. Nevertheless, as Frieling 
highlights, these liaisons were always problematic: “Since the 
introduction of technological systems into the arts, practitioners 
have voiced suspicion about the manufacturing of community and 
consent through art. Artists did not want to side with any 
technology that was spearheading governmental or utilitarian 
operations. Thus, no genre called participatory art (as opposed to, 
say, video art) emerged from these early discussions of conceptual 
art and technology.”22 
Although not consolidated as an autonomous genre, 
experimentation with participation traverses the XXth century art, 
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and has intensified since the end of the fifties on multidisciplinary 
practices as the Happenings, Expanded Cinema and Performance 
and on artistic movements like the New Realism, the Neo-Dada, the 
Fluxus, the Situationist International and the Brazilian Neo-
Concrete23 movement. As a matter of fact, the figure of 
“participation” as practice or postulate plays a fundamental role in 
the self-criticism of the art institution, in the questioning of the 
author's figure, in the problematization of the category of the work 
of art, namely through the introduction of the concept of “open 
work”24 by Umberto Eco in 1962, and in the dilution of frontiers 
between art, “life” and society, giving emphasis to the process, the 
quotidian and the communitarian25.  
“’Participation’”, states Maria Lind in “The Collaborative Turn”, 
“is more widely associated with the creation of a context in which 
participants can take part in something that someone else has 
created but where there are, nevertheless, opportunities to have an 
impact.”26 Therefore, “participation” reflects in the opening of the 
work to those conditions, places and participants that actively 
contribute to its attainment. We can, therefore, point out a set of 
operations that define the “participatory act,” namely: inhabit, 
generate, change, contribute, dialogue, translate, appropriate, 
catalog. It's about a poetics of encounter that should retain its 
agonistic and singular dimension even when it permeates global 
digital networks.  
Actually, at this moment when MoMA catalogs the @ sign as 
an integral part of its collection, it seems vital to me that new 
media art plays a determinant role in the critical reflection about the 
phenomenon of participation in the information and communication 
networks and our relation with technical images and devices that 
mediate in a progressively ubiquitous, intimate and invisible form, 
the relation between ourselves and our relation with the world27. In 
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this way, digital art could not only deepen the dialogue with the 
field of contemporary art, contributing to embody a common project 
centered in participatory practices, but also intensify the 
connections to emerging social movements28.  
In times of crisis and social unrest, the future of new media 
art shall be played in its capacity of being implicated in the 
collective labor of the creation of new territories of encounter and 
also of critical debate and agonism. We need artistic activism, 
“affectivism,”29 as Brian Holmes calls it, to elaborate, build, 
modulate, differentiate and extend new affective territories making 
them emerge intensively and in an untimely way from digital 
networks.  
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